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Please use the Chat function to submit any 
questions, (hopefully) for answer at the 

conclusion of this presentation.



A background of tensions:

1936 – British restrictions on Jewish immigration into Mandate 
Palestine – 1/3 of what the Jewish Agency wanted

1937 Peel Commission – Britain decided Mandate was 
unworkable and partition necessary

May 1939 British White Paper 
– decided partition was 
unworkable, so approved a 
Jewish homeland – but in one, 
independent state, which 
would have a large Arab 
majority population. 
Continued immigration 
restrictions and restricted 
Jewish land purchases. 
Demonstrations, strikes.



Sept 1939: start of WW2

David Ben-Gurion, then 
head of the Jewish 
Agency for Palestine, 
declared:

“We will fight the White 
Paper as if there is no war, 
and fight the war as if 
there is no White Paper.”



June 1940: defeat of 
France – Vichy French 
government for part of 
France, German (and 
Italian) occupied zones –
and overseas territories.

A threatened German 
invasion of Britain – but 
the British immediately 
wanted to continue the 
fight in enemy-occupied 
Europe.



The Special Operations Executive (SOE).

SOE’s founding charter was signed by

Neville Chamberlain, the former Prime

Minister and the then Lord President of

the Council, on 19 July 1940.

Chamberlain had been Prime Minister 

for the 1939 White Paper



SOE was to conduct subversion, sabotage 
and reconnaissance in occupied Europe 
against the Axis powers, and to aid local 
resistance movements. 

SOE having been founded, Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill then ordered 
it to - “Set Europe ablaze” – albeit a 
global organisation.

Conflict with Secret Intelligence Service 
(SIS/MI6) 

- hush, hush  versus  bang bang.



The role of SOE in Mandate Palestine

From soon after its inception in 
1940, SOE had become involved with 
the Haganah, the previously-
underground army of the Jewish 
community (Yishuv) in Palestine, 
which faced the common enemy of 
the Axis powers and the potential of 
a German thrust, led by the German 
General (later Field Marshal) 
Rommel from North Africa towards 
Egypt and Mandate Palestine.



SOE began funding and 
helping with military training 
for Haganah members 
(known as the ‘Friends’) – but 
from its Cairo/Middle East 
offices and largely without 
the knowledge of the British 
Mandate colonial authorities 
in Jerusalem.

SOE under pressure for 
results.



Britain effectively (if not officially) 
at war with Vichy France from July 
1940 to November 1942. 

Britain had attacked the Vichy 
French fleet at Mers-el-Kébir in 
French Algeria in July 1940, the 
French retaliated by bombing 
Gibraltar, but the USA and even 
Canada maintained diplomatic 
relations until Nov 1942.

Vichy French-controlled Lebanon 
and Syria bordered British-
controlled Mandate Palestine.





SOE originally looked for help with land-based 
intelligence gathering and sabotage. 

But in late 1940, asked the Haganah for volunteers 
trained in sea operations and sea-borne assault. 
Training commenced in the mouth of the Yarkon 
river on the northern edge of Tel Aviv, a little further 
up the coast near Herzliya and at Caesaria.

By May 1941, the Haganah was producing 
commando-trained personnel - the Friends - for 
land and sea operations, for SOE.



Levant Fair site – Tel Aviv. Haganah’s secret 
weapons factory.



The British saw the Vichy French territories as a 
threat to their interests in the Middle East and 
committed themselves to military action.

Already planning an invasion of Syria and Lebanon 
(Operation EXPORTER) for May (postponed to 
June) 1941 and were concerned that oil resources 
might be used by the German and Italian air forces 
who were expected to come to the aid of the 
Vichy French. 



The Haganah agreed to support 
the British invasion and founded 
the Palmach – the elite fighting 
force of the Haganah.

Formed 15 May 1941 and 
immediately committed 22 (NB –
not yet 23) of its
best men to a sea-borne 
sabotage operation for the 
British, to precede
the invasion of Lebanon and 
Syria.



We know that the 22 
were trained in boat 
use by Capt. (later Lt-
Colonel) Nicholas 
Hammond of SOE, 
formerly of Section D 
of the Secret 
Intelligence Service 
(SIS/MI6) and 
commissioned in the 
Intelligence Corps…….



The Palmach’s naval section (from The 
Palmach Archive)



















OPERATION BOATSWAIN - the target - the 
Vichy French oil refinery and storage tanks at 
Tripoli, Lebanon – heavily defended.



The Vichy French Army used colonial troops in 
Lebanon, including those from Senegal.



The boat –

SOE arranged for the Port and Marine
Division of the Palestine Police Force
to provide one of their launches – the
Sea Lion (Ari Hayam).

Had been used as part of the Palestine Patrol 
against the landing of Jewish immigrants. Only 60’ 
long, twin diesel engines driving twin screws. The 
boat was first sailed, by a Palmach crew, from Tel 
Aviv to Haifa.



The Sea Lion (?)





The Shark at Jaffa – a boat class suitable for the 
numbers and equipment of the operation?  And in 
other than coastal waters?



The crew –
the skipper was Warrant Officer Katriel
Yaffe (left) and the Mate, Amiram
Shohat (right).





The Sea Lion was sailed to Haifa during the day on 
Saturday 17th May 1941, the point of departure being 
the seawater cooling pool of the power station at Haifa, 
a more secluded spot than the main harbour and with 
no workforce present on the Sabbath.

The weapons and explosives promised by the British 
from Egypt had failed to arrive. Replaced from Haganah 
stocks – but explosives unstable? 

Another theory is that the Haganah preferred to use 
their own supplies, rather than rely on the British.



An engineer, Israel Norden, joined the group 
at Haifa – the 23rd man.

He was not part of the Palmach, but served 
on one of the Palestine Police launches that 
the British were using to intercept Jewish 
immigrants.

In reality, he was an undercover member of 
the Haganah, planted in the Palestine Police, 
in order to help sabotage the anti-immigrant 
operations.







At Haifa, Lieutenant Zvi Spector
(right) the operation’s commander and 
Yitzhak Hecker,(bottom) deputy 
commander, and their men boarded 
the Sea Lion and loaded their 
replacement weapons, explosives, 
stores and two dinghies onto the 
launch.



Joined by their SOE Liaison 
Officer, Major Sir Anthony Palmer 
(top), who had stayed overnight in 
Haifa at the home of one of the 
Haganah’s leaders, David Hacohen 
(bottom), Director of the Office of 
Public Works and Planning in 
Palestine.



A very different background to the 23:
Anthony Frederick Mark Palmer succeeded in 
1931 to the title of 4th Baronet Palmer, of 
Grinkle Park, Yorkshire.



Educated Marlbough College, Oxford University 
and Royal Military College, Sandhurst.

Served in the Queen’s Own Yorkshire Dragoons, in 
the Northumberland Fusiliers and in the Royal 
Artillery from where he joined the Special 
Operations Executive (SOE).

Liaison officer for BOATSWAIN – not the 
operation’s commander. Not numbered among the 
23.



Spector had orders not to land at Tripoli since he 
had an injured leg from a motorcycle accident. 
He had nevertheless insisted on still going on the 
operation.

In Spector’s place, Hecker was to lead the 
sabotage party ashore, using the two dinghies 
loaded at Haifa. If unable to return to the boat, 
the assault party were given funds, the address 
of a safe house in the Beirut suburbs and 
addresses of Jews in Beirut and Damascus.



The route:

the Sea Lion was to first head westwards well out to sea 
on the morning of Sunday 18th May, then head north to 
run parallel to the coast until turning back to a landfall 
north of Tripoli to land its Palmach commandos around 
midnight.

For the return journey in daylight – they were to head to 
one of the isolated bays on the easternmost side of 
Cyprus, then sail for Haifa at night. Similarly, if their 
outward journey proved slow, they would also lie up off 
Cyprus in order to spend the minimum amount of 
daylight sailing anywhere near the Lebanese coast.





Sunday morning, 18th May 1941: waves surprisingly 
high, even in the cooling pool sheltered by a 
breakwater. Yaffe, Sea Lion’s skipper, therefore gave 
orders that everything had to be securely lashed 
down on the launch’s deck.

Stowing of equipment took longer than expected –
space at a premium – departure was delayed until, 
at 0700, an hour after the planned time, Sea Lion 
got under weigh and sailed slowly out to sea, 
watched by Hacohen and two of his fellow 
Haganah leaders.





Nothing more was ever seen of The 23, or Major 
Palmer, after the Sea Lion disappeared over the 
horizon out of Haifa.

No attack took place on the oil refinery, but no 
enemy force ever claimed responsibility for the 
team’s capture, ambush or destruction.

No bodies were conclusively found.



Evidence of 
just one radio 
message.

Received 1100 
hrs, four hours 
after leaving, 
18th May 1941.

‘Boat OK, 60 
[miles?] from 
Haifa.’

TNA HS 3/211



The disappearance – at least eight theories:

1) blown up by the (unstable?) explosives carried; 



2) sunk by an Italian submarine, enemy intelligence 
services having uncovered the operation;



3) intercepted and sunk by the Vichy French 
coastguard;



4) sunk by the Surcouf, a Vichy French cruiser 
submarine at sea in the area;



5) sank after hitting a mine;



6) surprised by Vichy French/Senegalese troops 
when landing, killed or taken prisoner and later 
executed;



7) capsized at sea 
in rough 
weather. Possibly 
following engine 
failure.



Disastrous start for the Palmach.

Badly affected morale in the nascent Naval 
Section, seen as a tragedy by the Haganah
leaders who realised they had lost many of their 
finest recruits and future leaders.

David Hacohen: 

‘My heart was breaking’.



An aside – but another, similar, failure….

7th June 1941: G (R), 8-man attack, by motor boat 
from Haifa, on telephone lines near Beirut.

Cpl Rapoport, of Tel Aviv, drowned.



G (R) at Imwas….. In the Emaus-Nicopolis monastery 
near Latrun. (1942 British map).



But both sides determined to continue:  
establishment of SOE training facilities and ‘Friends 
Scheme’ from April 1942. Another story……..

1 – Special Training School 
(STS) 102 – Stella Maris 
monastery and other 
nearby sites on Mt Carmel 
– and boat training in 
Haifa harbour

2 – STS 102 weapons 
training at Athlit/Atlit

3 – parachute training at 
RAF Ramat David

4 – STS 102 paramilitary 
training at Megiddo

5 – Palmach training at 
Mishmar HaEmek



Important SOE/Jewish 
community liaison 
officer: 

Major Abba Eban, SOE, 
formerly South Staffs 
Regt., British Army.

Later UN rep; US 
Ambassador, Minister of 
Educ & Culture, Deputy 
Prime Minister, Minister 
of Foreign Affairs for 
Israel.



The final word as to what 
happened to BOATSWAIN?

2014

23 Fallen Soldiers:
the Final Investigation

with further evidence from the 
Israeli Navy, suggesting high 
seas.





Commemoration of the 23:

The Kaf Gimel Yordei Ha’sira ship (left) and 
the schooner Amiram Shohat – 1946



in Israel:

Street names; (below) the Yordei Ha’sira
monument and gardens in Tel Aviv



At the Tel Aviv
departure point 
on the Yarkon 
river.



Mount Hertzl national cemetery, Jerusalem



The naval college in Akko (Acre) -
where Lt Spector’s wife was a 
manager.



And individual memorials 
– eg to Ariel Temes in 
Jerusalem.



And in Britain…………………



2016 - Brookwood Military Cemetery, nr Pirbright, 
Surrey – and its Memorial to the Missing 1939-45





2016 – Martin Sugarman

23 names added to the 
Memorial to the Missing 
1939-45.



Brookwood Memorial 1939-45.

Commemorates 3,500 men and women of the British 
forces "to whom the fortunes of war denied a known 
and honoured grave". The memorial was unveiled by HM 
Queen Elizabeth II on 25 October 1958. Included Major 
Palmer.



May 2017 – unveiling by Israeli Ambassador 
to the UK, Mark Regev











And since…….



Brigadier General (retired) Iftach Spector



Ambassador Gershon Gan



Professor  Dan Levanon, son of Baruch Jacobsen



Annual event at Brookwood Military Cemetery







2019 The Kaf Gimel – Obscure Mission 
by Dr Mordechai Naor



2020 – presentation by 
amutakesher.org.il – the IDF 
Communications Association. 
Discovery that a radio signal had been 
received, followed by extract from war 
diary of 84 Sqn RAF 

21.5.41 a.m. Sgt Bailey does recce for 
drifting motor-boat off N. Palestinian 
coast.
But SOE not notified.



The legacy and the lineage
from The 23:

Palmach 1941 

Palyam 1945 – the naval company of the
Palmach  

Israeli Naval Service 1948

Shayetet (Flotilla) 13 – the IDF naval 
commando SF unit 1949



They shall grow not old,
As we who are left grow old,

Age shall not weary them,
Nor the years condemn.

At the going down of the 
sun, and in the morning,
We will remember them.



Any questions?

(via chat)





SOE established their STS/STC/ME 102 
paramilitary training school at the vacated Stella 
Maris monastery and other sites on Mount Carmel 
above Haifa…….



With an outstation at Megiddo – the ancient 
site of Armageddon…..



Athlit/Atlit – weapons training in the bay and 
using the ruins of the Crusader castle.



SOE’s chief weapons 
training officer at the 
time was Capt. (later 
Major) Patrick ‘Paddy’ 
Leigh-Fermor, SOE –
formerly Irish Guards 
and Intelligence Corps.



Crete 1944 with W. Stanley ‘Billy’ Moss – the 
kidnapping of General Karl Heinrich Kreipe.



Training of Palmach at Mishmar HaEmek



Parachute training at RAF Ramat David
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